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Emily Barrow once dreamed that she could marry Stephen Chesterfield, the Earl of Whitmore, and be saved from her dreary life. Then Stephens father sent him away, leaving Emily broken-hearted

Now Stephen has returned to find Emily destitute and alone. He has vowed to help her without compromising her honorbut Emily has other ideas. She doesnt want his charity, but she does long to know what it would be like to take him as a lover, even if marriage is out of the question. Confined to close quarters with their passion burning as brightly as ever, will Stephen be able to resist the temptation and rescue her, or give in to his desire and completely ruin her?
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Author Note

Dear Reader,

I have always adored Cinderella tales, and my heroine Emily Barrow was a character who resonated with me in ways I never expected. Her courage and creativity in the face of poverty made it such a joy to write her story. Since Emily had to cook for herself after having to dismiss all the family servants, it gave me an excuse to rummage through historical recipe books. And like Emily, I believe that theres nothing wrong with enjoying biscuits and sweets for dinner.

In An Accidental Seduction, Emily is reunited with her childhood sweetheart, the Earl of Whitmore. The two of them share a stolen night trapped in a crumbling manor house in the midst of a blizzard, and I hope youll enjoy this snowbound fairytale.

The story is the prequel to my historical romance novel The Accidental Countess, available from Mills and Boon Historicals in January 2010 and Harlequin Historicals in February 2010. I hope you will enjoy reading the continuation of Emily and Stephens love story in the full-length book.

I love hearing from readers and you may e-mail me at michelle@michellewillingham.com or by regular mail at P.O. Box 2242, Poquoson, Virginia 23662 USA. Visit my website at www.michellewillingham.com for a complete book list, behind-the-scenes information, recipes, and deleted scenes.





Chapter One

Hollingford House, England 1850

Well-mannered ladies were not supposed to chop wood. They were supposed to paint with watercolors, embroider cushions and pray for the day when they landed a rich husband.

I wouldnt mind having that rich husband now, Emily Barrow muttered to a fallen log as she struggled to lift the heavy axe. It was freezing outside, unusually cold for early February. The clouds brooded overhead, threatening snow. And since she had no coal and didnt want to burn any more of the furniture, shed decided to attempt chopping wood in the forest. It was not going well.

Servants would be nice, too. A footman, perhaps.

But then, shed had to dismiss all of the household help. There simply wasnt any money left. Her brother, Daniel, had spent most of it on the governess hed hired to care for his two children. Which was as it should be. Emily could cook for herself, bargain for what she needed and make do with what she had. She was nearly twenty-five, a woman firmly on the shelf. There would be no husband to rescue her from this drudgery.

But she would survive, even if it meant becoming a servant herself. And that predicament wasnt too far away, unless Daniel returned.

Emily bit her lower lip and heaved the axe skyward. With a resounding thunk, the dull metal bit into the wood. It would have been satisfying, except that now she couldnt get the axe out of the wood.

Stupid axe, she muttered, pulling with all of her weight against the trunk. She let out a growl, wishing the blasted thing would let go.

Behind her, she heard the crunch of footsteps in the snow. Probably Mr. Barmouth from the village, come to demand payment for the flour and sugar shed bought a week ago. Without turning around, she asked, Could you please help me with this?

Dove-gray gloves reached around for the axe. She lost her breath when she saw Stephen Chesterfield, the Earl of Whitmore, standing before her. Dark brown hair framed a strong jaw and steel-gray eyes. Her pulse quickened at the sight of his firm mouth.

Youre back, she breathed.

Immediately, she wished she could knock her head against the tree. Not a polite hello, how are you, I havent seen you in ten years. No, shed blurted out the first words that came to mind.

And, good heavens, shed just asked an Earl to soil his hands by hefting an axe.

Miss Barrow. Lord Whitmore grasped the handle of the axe and wrenched it free of the wood. For a moment, he stood, eyeing the blade. Are you planning to use this against me if I give it back to you?

Now, why would I do that? She tried to behave as though nothing were wrong. Her heartbeat galloped in her chest, her face burning with embarrassment.

Because I left you and never said goodbye. He leaned the axe against the fallen trunk.

Oh. That. She waved her hand, as though he hadnt broken her heart into a thousand pieces years ago. Well, that was then. The Marquess of Rothburne had caught them kissing in the stables. It had been enough for him to pack his eldest son off to Eton before the summer holidays had ended. She hadnt seen him since.

What brings you to Hollingford House? she asked brightly. Pretend as if nothings wrong.

I am visiting Falkirk. Escaping my meddling family, he admitted. I hadnt seen you in so long, I thought Id stop to pay a call. But no one answered the door.

The footman must not have heard you, she offered. Because he lived over five miles away and had been dismissed last November.

Lord Whitmore glanced again at her fallen axe. Do you require assistance with the wood?

A lie poured from her mouth. No, no. Its fine, really. I was justtrying to see if I was strong enough to lift the axe. Not because the house was freezing cold, and she desperately needed the wood to build a fire. No, no, that had nothing to do with it.

Whitmore looked as though he wanted to argue, but instead, he tipped his hat. I am sorry I interrupted you at an inconvenient time. Would you prefer it if I returned another day?

Of course not. If youd like, I could make us some tea. Her face reddened when she remembered that she was out of tea. Orif youre too busy just now, perhaps another time.

Thank you, but I cannot stay long. He glanced toward Hollingford House and frowned. I came to invite you to a small gathering for dinner tomorrow evening at seven oclock.

If that were the only reason, then why hadnt he simply sent an invitation? Earls didnt typically pay calls, not when there were servants to do their bidding. Her suspicions deepened when he didnt elaborate.

But she voiced a polite reply, Dinner would be lovely. Ill see you tomorrow, then. At the very thought of it, her stomach wrenched with hunger. Food. Oh, sweet heaven, there would be glorious food.

What about your axe? he inquired.

Oh, one of the servants can bring it back, she lied, for she had no intention whatsoever of admitting how desperate her circumstances had become. She walked with him around to the front of the house, where his gleaming black brougham waited.

I look forward to renewing our acquaintance, he said, tipping his hat again. His deep baritone was like rich toffee pudding, tempting her back to her past infatuation.

When his carriage reached the end of the drive, Emily walked calmly inside her brothers house. Curse it all, she hadnt a thing to wear. All of her expensive gowns had been sold. She had nothing but the brown cotton day dress she was wearing now, a black serge mourning gown and a threadbare blue tarlatan dress.

The tarlatan dress had been mended so many times, it was scarred with seams. But perhaps with a good shawl

Her gaze fell upon the printed sofa in the drawing room. Sometimes desperate measures were necessary.

Stephen hadnt slept well that night, just thinking of the crumbling Hollingford estate. Overgrown boxwood hedges and a veil of ivy shrouded the house, hiding it from the outside world. The estate was practically a graveyard, and it wasnt fit for rats, much less Miss Emily Barrow.

Though shed tried to pretend as if everything were all right, it was clear shed been chopping her own wood for fuel. Her cloak had been far too thin for such cold weather, and her gloves had holes in them. Worse, shed grown too thin, not at all like the girl hed grown up with.

When Daniel Barrow, the Baron of Hollingford, had asked him to look in on his sister, Stephen hadnt known things were this bad. The question was, what to do about it? Emily wasnt the sort of woman to accept charity. And if he sent Hollingford funds, they would be gambled away at the tables.

What Emily Barrow needed was a husband. Someone who would give her a decent place to live and take care of her.

Not him. The last thing Stephen wanted was a wife. Hed had his fill of maternal badgering and his fathers guidelines on Appropriate Women to Wed. When Christine Chesterfield had presented him with a list of possible wedding guests, that had been the final straw. Hed left London without a word of warning, for fear hed wake up one morning and find himself standing in a church, bound and gagged before the altar.

He noticed his butler Farnsworth shifting his weight from foot to foot. An envelope rested in his hands.

Its from my mother, isnt it? Stephen predicted.

The butler nodded. Im afraid so. And she bade me give you this, my lord. It was among your grandmothers jewels here at Falkirk. Farnsworth handed Stephen a velvet pouch. Inside was a ruby ring set with gold.

Well, it didnt take Lady Rothburne long to find me. Were it not for the efficient train service, hed have gotten a full week of peace, at least.

Stephen took the note and glanced at the contents. Amidst his mothers outrage at his sudden disappearance, was also a list of reminders. Stephen was supposed to apply for his marriage license, use the suggested betrothal ring for his proposal when he returned to London, and speak to Viscount Carstairs about permission to wed his daughter.

My God, he hadnt even asked anyone to marry him. Least of all Miss Lily Hereford, the Viscounts daughter and his mothers current Marital Selection of the Season.

Stephen crumpled up the note and strode over to the drawing room fireplace, dropping the list into the coals. Hed marry whomever he pleased, whenever he wanted to. Not because it was his duty to do so.

He shoved the heirloom ring into his waistcoat pocket, remembering suddenly that he hadnt made any of the arrangements for tonights dinner. Farnsworth, I am hosting a small gathering this evening for the neighbors. Inform Cook to make the necessary preparations, and see to the invitations, if you will. After a brief pause, he amended, Only those neighbors with married daughters, if you dont mind.

While the butler strode off to do his bidding, Stephen paced the length of the drawing room. The dinner party was nothing but a means of getting Miss Barrow out of Hollingford House. But he had no idea what to do with her after that. He couldnt very well send her back to her brother, given Hollingfords ever-present creditors and lack of funds. Perhaps he could locate an elderly aunt or cousin and send her off to be a companion.

It bothered him to see Miss Barrow this destitute. She had the same survival instincts as before, the willingness to roll up her sleeves and do what needed to be done. It appalled him to think of any woman living under those circumstances, especially a spirited one such as her.

Despite her ragged clothing and desperate circumstances, she remained as beautiful as the last day hed seen her. Her blond hair framed a heart-shaped face with whiskey-brown eyes. The years had given her soft curves and a full mouth.

Damn it all, nothing had changed. Hed stayed away from her for so long, hed forgotten the way she fired his blood. There was something wild about her, a recklessness that tantalized him. Hed wanted to touch her once again, to taste her bold mouth andremember what it was like between them.

For the truth was, he still wanted her, even after all these years.

Ten years earlier

Stephen found Emily in his fathers stables that Christmas evening. She wore a faded rose gown, and her blond hair had been scraped into a topknot. Her eyes were swollen, and he couldnt tell how long shed been crying. A strand of straw stuck out in her hair, marring the silkiness.

Stephen moved to sit beside her on a bale of hay, still wearing black evening attire from dinner earlier. Emilys skirts were spread out, and the gown was so many years out of fashion, it was likely one shed inherited from her mother. The square bodice bared her skin, and the light swell of adolescent breasts pushed against the fabric. He jerked his gaze away, knowing he shouldnt be looking at her in that way.

Im sorry, she muttered, swiping at her eyes. I didnt mean to bother you. I just needed to have a good cry.

Whats happened? He drew up a bale of hay closer to her. It didnt occur to him to worry about propriety or being discovered alone with her. This was Emily, the girl hed known since he was seven years old.

Its foolish, really. I knew there wouldnt be any presents this morning. But Mother told us to hang up our stockings near the fireplace. She braved a smile. They were empty when we woke up, just as I thought theyd be.

Stephen reached into his pocket for an orange hed gotten in his own stocking and offered it to her.

I dont care about that. Another tear slid down her cheek, and she sniffled. But if you could have seen my mothers faceIt broke her heart that she had nothing to give us.

He put his arm around her shoulders. It wasnt the first time hed touched her, but this time, Emily stiffened. I didnt come here for your pity.

I never thought that. He peeled the orange and divided a section. Juice dripped from his fingers as he slipped it into her mouth. Hed wanted to console her, but when his fingers touched her lips, something changed. It was a ripple of intensity, an awareness that he tried to push below the surface.

The rose gown outlined firm breasts, while her slender waist swelled into rounded hips. The need to hold her, to caress the softness of her skin, evoked strange feelings inside. He shifted his coat, trying to hide his unbidden response to her. To distract himself, he tasted a slice of the orange. There was a hint of tartness beneath the juice, but it was sweet just the same. He gave Emily another piece, and after she ate it, he saw a droplet of juice upon her lips.

Why are you looking at me that way?

Stephen found himself leaning in, letting instinct guide him. He wanted to soothe her wounded feelings, though he was afraid she might push him away. Its going to be all right, Emily.

As though coaxing a wild animal to draw closer, he cupped the softness of her cheek. He traced the fragile jaw, the delicate eyelids. She closed her eyes, as though drinking in his touch.

Whitmore, Im not sure you should

He cut off her words, kissing her. Her lips were warm, supple and smooth. He tasted the orange mingled with her tears, the worries she held deep inside. Hed meant only to offer comfort, but a moment later, her arms wound around his neck. She poured her heart into the kiss, and her innocent response shredded his control.

Stephen ran his hands down her spine, bringing her hips close. Her lean body fitted to his, and in that moment, he ignored everything hed been taught about the ways between a man and a woman. There was nothing dignified or respectful about what he was feeling right now.

He wanted to lower her bodice, to bare the skin of her breasts. Through the thin fabric, he could see the cockled nipples, and without asking permission, he moved his hands to touch them. She let out a gasp of shock but didnt pull away.

It should have been awkward, but instead, it was wondrous to discover that there was something more, beneath their friendship. Something forbidden.

Hed wanted to explore it further, but Emily drew back. Dont. I cant breathe right now.

Her face was bright red, and she trembled. His own breathing was shaky, and the pain of unresolved desire was making itself known. Im sorry. I didnt mean to touch you like that.

Why did you? She was holding herself far away from him, as though she didnt trust him to keep his distance.

Right now, he wasnt certain himself. I dont know. To break up the raw nerves gathering in his stomach, he offered her the rest of the orange. Emily divided it, handing him the larger section.

For a long time, they stayed silent, not looking at each other. He was afraid that with one glance at her face, he would fall under her spell once again.

When I was little, Emily whispered, I used to dream that a handsome prince would come and rescue me from my family. She uttered a harsh laugh. Do you think that will ever happen?

He extended his open palm to her. She took it, holding his hand. For your sake, I hope it does. A part of him hoped that he might be the one to rescue her.

She ventured a smile, and he leaned in to kiss her again. The intensity of her mouth upon his drove out all knowledge of his surroundings. Sensual and giving, shed kissed him back until his body ached for more.

He hadnt heard anyone entering the stables, but strong arms grasped his shoulders, wrenching him away from Emily. Hed lost his balance, falling to the stable ground before he felt the crack of his fathers riding crop across his shoulders.

And after that night, he hadnt seen her again.

Emily huddled beneath her cloak, trudging across the pasture. Years ago, her father had bred horses. Now, there was nothing left but barren land. The grass was damp with frost, and the sky was growing darker, clouded with the portent of snow.

It would take nearly an hour to walk the distance to Falkirk, and she didnt want to be caught in the darkness.

You could have told Lord Whitmore that you didnt have a horse. Hed have sent a carriage for you.

She knew that, in her heart. But a little walking never hurt anyone.

The snow began to fall, a veil of flakes coating the grass. The cold didnt bother her, for the brisk walk kept her spirits high. But when the sky grew even darker, the snow drifting faster, she cast a backward glance at Hollingford House. The manor sat against the hill, a small dot in the distance. Likely by now it was safer to continue toward Falkirk than to turn back. Doggedly, she kept onward, praying that she wouldnt lose sight of the road.

With one foot in front of the next, she followed the disappearing path. A light note of fear rose up when she realized that within a few more minutes, the road would be gone beneath a blanket of snow.

She peered hard into the distance, hoping for a glimpse of Falkirk. It couldnt be very far now. Before her anxiety could deepen, she saw a coach approaching. She stepped to the side, intending to let it pass, but instead it came to a stop before her.

The door opened, and she saw Whitmore beckoning. Get inside. Ill bring you home.

She hesitated, for she didnt want to go back. Tonight, shed looked forward to a meal she wouldnt have to cook and a house that was warm and cozy. Now it appeared that the weather had changed the Earls plans.

With the greatest reluctance, she allowed him to help her inside the coach. Once the door was closed, his kind manner vanished. Why didnt you tell me you didnt have a horse?

I could have walked. Shed made it this far, hadnt she?

Were you planning to walk through a blizzard?

What right did he have to be so angry? He wasnt the one trying to walk across a muddy pasture in the snow. Ive no control over the weather, Whitmore. And I didnt want to stay home.

Ive postponed the dinner party. Few of the guests could come on a night like this. Its becoming dangerous.

The coach continued down the road, jostling her against the seat. Emily didnt look at him, trying to keep him from seeing her frustration.

Her stomach churned at the thought of another night of potatoes. She tried to think of something amusing to say, something witty. But all she wanted to do right now was bawl on his shoulders like a little girl. Her evening of escape was already over, and she couldnt push aside the bitter disappointment.

While they continued back to Hollingford House, she studied Lord Whitmore. Cool and collected, he was nothing like the young man shed known so many years ago. There was a shield to his demeanor, as though he were a statue, molded into the shape his father had wanted.

You never came to see me, all those years before, she said slowly. I know you must have visited Falkirk. Why now?

He studied her, his gray eyes discerning. Almost as if he were trying to find a reasonable explanation. He reached forward and drew the folds of her cloak together. I should have. There are no excuses.

And last night, you suddenly changed your mind? After ten years?

The time was right, was all he would say.

Right for what? she wanted to ask. Once, shed hoped for someone to sweep into her life and rescue her. Someone to fix her brothers disastrous finances. But if that was why hed come, why had he waited so long?

Her suspicions wouldnt let go of the sense that something was wrong. There was pity on his face, not interest. And she didnt want that at all.

When they arrived back at Hollingford House, the Earl escorted her to the front door and rapped on it sharply.

Theres no need to knock, Emily pointed out. Ill be fine now. Thank you for bringing me home again.

Stephen ignored her bidding and pushed the door open. The interior had grown colder, since she hadnt been able to light a fire. Nor would it have been a wise idea to keep one burning when she wasnt at home.

He stared at the dusty interior, and she shrank back from his disgust. The bare rooms were hideous, devoid of furnishings. Bare patches lightened the wallpaper where paintings had once hung. It was an embarrassment to her family.

Stephen stared into her eyes. Tell me youre not living here alone.

Not wanting to lie exactly, she offered, When Daniel is in town, Im not living here alone.

Your brother should never have left you like this. His anger cut through the silence, making her even more uncomfortable. Before she could say another word, she overheard him giving orders to his coachman, to bring back food and coal from Falkirk.

She should have been grateful for it, but instead, she was annoyed by his charity. You didnt have to

Where are you sleeping tonight? He cut her off.

Her mouth dropped open. Why on earth would he ask a thing like that?

Its no concern of yours. She gathered the edges of her cloak. He wasnt suggesting that theyshare a bed, was he? Shock and outrage were replaced with an unsettled feeling. Her skin prickled within her gown, and she cast a furtive glance toward him. His expression was masked, and she could not read his intentions.

Youll need a fire to keep you from freezing to death. From your earlier attempts at chopping wood, Ill wager you dont have anything to show for your efforts.

I have a few pieces, she admitted. But not enough. And the wood outside will be wet from the snow. It wont burn.

He muttered a few indistinguishable curses. Ive changed my mind. You cant stay here. He opened the door to call back the coachman, but the driver had already left. The snow fell thickly, the flakes swirling against his hair.

Frustration punctuated his mood as he slammed the door shut. Just as quickly, he masked the anger. When the driver returns, well go back to Falkirk, and Ill make arrangements for your belongings to be brought there. You may stay in one of the guest rooms until Ive located your brother.

He was treating her like a lost dog, separated from its master. She resented his insinuation that Daniel was incapable of being head of the family. Her brother was doing everything he could to restore their fortunes. And were it not for the shadow of scandal over her family name, she might have tried to find a husband, to relieve Daniels burden of supporting her.

Who would marry a woman like you? her common sense argued. You dont even know how a Barons daughter is supposed to behave in society. Youve never been to a single ball.

Dont trouble yourself about me, she said to the Earl. Daniel will be returning here, soon enough. He asked me to look after the estate.

And youve done a good job of it, have you?

I did what I could, with what little money he left me. Her own mood was growing waspish. Whitmore wasnt behaving like a prince rescuing her from drudgeryhe was bullying her into leaving her home behind while he took command of her life.

Squaring her shoulders, she faced him down. Im staying right here.

Your brother is irresponsible to have left you here with no servants.

He doesnt know. The confession escaped her before she could stop the words.

Whitmore walked closer to her, his intense scrutiny unreadable. Emily felt rather like a deer cornered by a wolf. In the shadowed darkness, he caught her wrist. What do you mean?

I had to dismiss the help. There wasnt enough money to pay them.

Its dangerous for a woman to live alone.

Dont you think I know that? Do you think I enjoy living in this place, wondering whether or not Ill get any money from Daniel to pay for food? Ive sold off everything I could. But I justdont know what to do now. If our circumstances dont improve, Ill hire myself out as a cook. She couldnt become a governess, for her education wasnt nearly good enough.

Stephen removed one glove and brought his hand up to touch her face. The warmth of his palm, the gentle caress, made her legs go weak. His other arm came around her waist, and despite the snow, she didnt feel cold at all.

You should let someone else take care of you, he murmured.

In shock, she stood motionless while his hands traced her jaw, moving down her throat. He parted the edges of her cloak, and with each touch, he rekindled the memories.

Unwanted feelings welled up inside her. Every cell in her body was attuned to him, as though he were still the same boy in the stable. But that couldnt be true. Not after all these years.

Youre not responsible for me, she managed.

Though she tried to break free of him, his hands caught the edges of the floral shawl shed cut from the sofa. This is a hideous wrap.

Have you a better one I could borrow? she shot back.

A faint smile caught the corner of his mouth. I might. He removed his coat and set it across her shoulders. She could feel the warmth of his body, and his spicy scent surrounded her.

Youreyoure going to be cold without it, she warned.

His gray eyes were unfathomable, and his hands moved to her waist. She wanted to run from him, to gather up the pieces of her traitorous heart and try not to remember all the reasons shed loved him.

Youre even more beautiful than Id remembered, he said. With his knuckles, he grazed her temples, taking her face into his hands.

We havent seen each other in a long time. Her voice was barely above a whisper, her heart trembling in her chest.

Too long. His mouth moved to her throat, gently kissing the bared skin. With the touch of his lips on her nape, her body rose up, straining for something she couldnt understand. When at last his mouth covered hers, heat flared through her body. This wasnt an adolescent kiss, nor a tangle of inexperienced mouths. No, he conquered her mouth in a way that brought back every unrequited feeling.

Desire and need poured over her, and her skin ached to know more, her body awakening in ways shed never expected. Gooseflesh rose on her arms, her breasts tightening against her gown.

She kissed him back, tentatively learning the shape of his mouth. He reacted with a slight jerk of motion, as though shed startled him. His tongue moved against hers, sending an unfamiliar ache between her legs. She shifted restlessly, caught up in the forbidden moment. Without thinking, she released the feelings shed held trapped for the past ten years. The kiss turned hotter, hungrier.

The change in Stephen was immediate. He brought her up against the wall, trapping her in his embrace. His kiss grew more insistent, while his hands moved over the thin tarlatan gown, making her imagine all the wicked things a man might do to a woman. He drew her lower lip into his mouth, tasting her as though she were a delicious confection.

Id forgotten what it was like, he murmured against her face, even as his hands poised at the buttons of her gown. When he realized where his hands were, he took a step back. Im sorry. I shouldnt have done that.

She didnt know what to say. Her mouth was swollen, her body alive and tingling. The desperation of her circumstances, and the heartbreak still frozen inside made her uneasy.

Emily. His use of her name was intimate and rough. I didnt come here for this. I came to look after you.

I know it. She crossed her arms, drawing his coat around her. All of a sudden, she felt the cold, the dreariness of the house. For a single moment, hed made her forget her loneliness and how awful it was living here.

Whitmore seemed lost in thought, as though deciding what to do. From the intensity on his face, she knew shed affected him just as strongly.

IllIll prepare something for us to eat, she said at last. You can try to build a fire to warm the house.

But Stephen caught her arm, refusing to let her go. His gray eyes stared into hers, his gaze penetrating. You need someone to take you away from this place. Youre a Barons daughter, not a scullery maid.

Bittersweet feelings tightened her throat, and she willed herself not to let the tears fall. Im more of a servant than youd know.
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